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It is not only the suitcase he carries with him that performs this talismanic function
for the migrant. If the suitcase is usually full of things brought from home, for many
migrants there is often also another crucial physical container, standing empty in
their homeland… These days, all around the world one can find hundreds and
thousands of empty houses, paid for or built by migrants.1

The Japanese term for traveling abroad is 海外旅行, which directly translates to
“outside sea travel.” Because Japan is an island surrounded by ocean, people always
have to go “overseas” to reach other countries.
Surprisingly, ordinary Japanese citizens could not freely travel abroad until
relatively recently due to restrictions imposed during the American occupation after the
end of World War II. It only became possible for Japanese people to completely freely
take a flight abroad in 1964, the year of the first Tokyo Olympics, which marked Japan’s
re-entry into the global arena and a step further in globalization.
My mother was a flight attendant for Japan Airlines from 1971 to 2006. Not only
was the job of international flight attendant a very new occupation in 1971, but also it
was rare for a woman to work outside of the home. By the time I was born in 1989, my
family was still relatively unique. My father worked from home as an English-Japanese
translator while my mother was away for at least half of each month. I remember she
sometimes called us from the different countries where she had flown and it always
made me miss her even more. This made me wonder where her “home” really was.
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David Morley, Home Territories: Media, Mobility, and Identity (London: Routledge, 2000), 46.
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Perhaps she belonged to travel or movement itself? Perhaps she belonged to her
suitcase—the only thing that stayed with her the entire time?
Split between my upbringing in Japan and my new life in New York, I often
investigate ideas of place and movement as part of my artistic practice. I utilize transient
events and services in society such as delivery systems, Skype, and subways as media
to investigate movement, transformation, and circulation. I am interested in the
betweenness that results from displacement in time and space.
In my thesis exhibition, two of my projects Home Away Home (2020) and
Welcome Home Jeffrey (2020) engage with the home-sharing platform Airbnb.
Occupying a territory somewhere in between the personal space of "home" and a public
space anyone can inhabit, Airbnb serves as a space for travelers to temporarily occupy
while imitating the space of a home.
When you start hosting a “home” on Airbnb, there are so many options to choose
from for the category of the space you are providing: Apartment, Condominium, Loft,
Service Apartment, House, Bungalow, Cabin, Casa particular (Cuba), Chalet, Cottage,
Cycladic house (Greece), Dammuso (Italy), Dome house, Earth house, Farm stay,
Houseboat, Hut, Lighthouse, Pension (South Korea), Shepherd’s hut (U.K., France),
Tiny house, Townhouse, Trullo (Italy), Villa, Barn, Boat, Bus, Camper/RV, Campsite,
Castle, Cave, Igloo, Island, Plane, Tent, Tipi, Train, Treehouse, Windmill, Yurt, etc.
The first few options are self-explanatory: Apartment, Condominium, Loft… But it
quickly becomes absurd. There are so many modes of transportation—boat, bus,
camper, RV, plane, train—though in this case, they are not providing transportation but
living spaces. A plane is legitimately one of the options. That reminded me of my mother
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who was on a plane for half of my childhood. I suppose, for her, the plane could be
another type of “home.”

Figure 1. Home Away Home (2020), 30 plexiglass fish tanks, plexiglass arm table chair, Airbnb listing,
water, stones, algae, lamp, sign.

In my installation Home Away Home, fish tanks made from plexiglass cubes
stand stacked on top of each other, resembling units of an apartment complex (Figure
1). Each tank has been previously occupied by the pet fish I have in my studio. While
my fish was living in a tank, algae and moss naturally began to grow. Instead of
cleaning out the tank, I moved my fish to a new tank and kept the old tank. I continued
this process for more than a year and half, yielding 30 tanks marked with the indexes of
my fish’s home life. The cubes are now vacant—memories of the life that once inhabited
them. During the COVID-19 pandemic, I have been quarantining in a place far away
from my home country. Like a fish living in an aquarium far from home and unable to get
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out, I have found myself confined. I am always circulating between my empty room in
Tokyo and my current residence in New York—if only in my mind. As a way of
facilitating these mental gymnastics, not just for myself but also for anyone caught
between places, the fish tanks are waiting to be rented via their Airbnb listings (Figure
2) as another kind of imitation home. They provide a space for thoughts to collect and
an opportunity to imagine that empty room that exists somewhere else. A QR code is
included in the pamphlet every exhibition visitor is handed and links directly to the
Airbnb rental. The description of the listing reads:
Welcome to Home Away Home! This 6”x6”x6” tank is filled with conditioned water
maintained by microorganisms, furnished with a perfectly smoothed moss-covered
stone, and surrounded by modern glass walls covered with algae. It might be a
place for you to observe for a couple of days or even for your thoughts to stay as
you reflect on what makes a place your ‘home.’

Figure 2. Airbnb listing for Home Away Home (2020), 30 plexiglass fish tanks, plexiglass arm table chair,
water, stones, algae, lamp, sign.
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Once guests have booked a fish tank, they are allowed to sit on the installation’s
plexiglass chair (made of the same material as the fish homes) to take time to closely
observe the tank (situated on the accompanying plexiglass table) and let their thoughts
circulate there and elsewhere (Figure 3, left). Each reservation lasts for one whole day
so occupants may stay as long as they like on the day booked. Before the guest arrives
and after the guest has already left for the day, a plexiglass sign inscribed with “NO
VACANCY” sits on the chair so no one else can sit on it that day (Figure 3, right). Other
exhibition viewers are observers of the situation rather than participants, most often
seeing the chair absent of its occupant but sometimes catching a peek of the guest in
contemplation. As more and more Airbnbs remain empty due to travel restrictions during
the coronavirus pandemic, my project reimagines the platform as a space for the mind
to travel rather than the body.

Figure 3. Home Away Home (2020). Left: Detail of tank on plexiglass arm table chair. Right: Detail of “NO
VACANCY” sign.
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The other Airbnb work I made, Welcome Home Jeffrey, is a video that records
the duration of the darkroom development of analog photographs. As the black and
white images emerge on the surface of the blank photopaper, they reveal the details of
seemingly private domestic interiors before turning completely dark as I allow the
photographic image to overdevelop. In actuality, the photographs originated from public
Airbnb listings. The fading images embody the transient nature of Airbnb while
emphasizing the apparent paradox of private homes viewed on a public platform.
Photography, the medium we most often use today to permanently fix a memory with an
image, is made fleeting. This temporality reflects the constant flow of guests in and out
of Airbnbs. Although the images appear to be intimate windows into private lives, they
are more like passageways through time and space (Figure 4).

Figure 4. Welcome Home Jeffrey (2020), video, 59 min.,
http://kyokohamaguchi.com/welcome_home_jeffrey.html
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The other three works in my thesis exhibition—“Sanctuary” (2020), Wavecaster
(2020), and Stranger’s Window, Nation’s Mirror (2020)—explore the notions of inside
and outside. Within Japanese culture, there is a clear concept of “inside” and “outside.”
As previously mentioned, Japan is a group of islands in the Pacific Ocean. To
communicate with people in another country, Japanese residents have always had to
cross an ocean. Although more foreigners have been moving to Japan recently, there
are still relatively few expatriates. The Japanese notion of the “inside” and “outside” of
the country is unique and strong.
The words uchi (inside) and soto (outside) act as a framework to distinguish
people or places that are outside of the inner circle. This concept is not only applied to
the boundary between people outside the country and the Japanese people, but also to
differentiate among ourselves. For example, we use a different language when
speaking with people we know versus people we do not know. We always use Keigo, a
very polite form of the Japanese language, when speaking to strangers or elders. We
never use Keigo with friends. We also make clear distinctions between the “inside” and
“outside” of our homes. For example, every single Japanese home has a one-step
difference in height between the entryway and the main floor of the house. This
separation allows us to take off shoes worn outside before entering the living space. We
don’t want to bring the outside inside. There are also various shields imposing
separations in Japanese life. Takekekkai (Figure 5, left) is a bamboo barrier that
delineates the inside, sacred place of the gods from the outside, secular place of
humans. Even chopsticks signal that the meal in front of you is filled with the spirit of the
gods. In traditional Japanese Shinto belief, seven gods dwell in each grain of rice.
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Chopsticks (Figure 5, right) serve as the boundary between the sacredness of food and
your mortal stomach.

Figure 5. Left: A takekekkai on a street in Japan. Right: A Japanese meal with chopsticks.

My series “Sanctuary” is made of an automatic hand sanitizer dispenser, hand
sanitizer gel, and vividly colored construction thread (or the green thread I use for
aquascaping to build homes for my fish). To construct the work, I first fill the dispenser
with gel hand sanitizer. I then carefully construct the shape of a house out of thread by
using tweezers to position individual pieces of thread inside the filled dispenser; the
viscosity of the hand sanitizer acts as a tool for the suspension of the thread. The figure
of the house is not particularly specific but more like an imaginary, generic home (Figure
6, left and right). Once I finish making the house inside the dispenser, I install the
dispenser on the wall. I made two editions for my thesis exhibition. One was positioned
near the entrance to the entire thesis show and the other mounted near the entrance to
the specific area where I exhibited my work. As I placed them in the exhibition space, I
was thinking about Japanese Takekekkai—the bamboo barriers that protect a sacred
place from the outside. As the COVID pandemic began, I started seeing hand sanitizer
dispensers appear at every imaginable entrance. These devices have become a new
“barrier” between two different spaces—outside and inside. In order to pass from
9

outside to inside, the ritual of hand sanitization must be performed to protect ourselves
as well as the space we are entering.

Figure 6. Left: Sanctuary 1 (2020), hand sanitizer dispenser, gel hand sanitizer, construction thread for
aquascaping. Right: Sanctuary 2 (2020), hand sanitizer dispenser, gel hand sanitizer, construction thread.

Signifying a sacred place, the word “sanctuary” derives from the Latin sanctus,
meaning “holy.” Nowadays we also use “sanctuary” to mean a place of safety, refuge, or
protection. Indeed, during the ongoing pandemic, “home” stands as a “sanctuary” more
than ever because it protects us from a virus we cannot see or predict. On the other
hand, since we spend more time at home than ever before, it is difficult to maintain that
the home is a place of refuge or escape. Many of us are desperate to escape our
homes. The notion of “home” is changing.
At the same time, hand sanitizer has also become a psychological “sanctuary” for
us to protect ourselves from the virus—to escape from it. In my work “Sanctuary,” these
two symbols of the pandemic—home and hand sanitizer—merge. As viewers interact
with this piece, the symbolic home floating and exclusively protected inside the hand
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sanitizer dispenser collapses. Just as our concept of home is changing and distorting,
so the thread home within the dispenser is affected. Meanwhile, the gel hand sanitizer,
which sustains the shape of the home, is deposited from the safety of inside the
dispenser into the viewers’ hands outside, protecting them and conveying a “homeness”
now infused (Figure 7).

Figure 7. Sanctuary 1 (2020), hand sanitizer dispenser, gel hand sanitizer, construction thread for
aquascaping. Transformation over time.

Wavecaster is another piece influenced by the pandemic’s new emphasis on
mundane tasks like washing and drying our hands. We now use automatic paper towel
dispensers, which have long been a standard component of public bathrooms, more
consciously and urgently than ever before. One of these machines was mounted on a
gallery wall of my thesis exhibition. Instead of containing a paper towel roll, it contained
a roll of photopaper. Because no light can enter the dispenser, the photopaper is not
exposed until viewers interact with it. As viewers wave their hands in front of the
automatic sensor, the machine distributes a standardized length of rolled photopaper.
As the paper exits the darkness of the interior and enters the bright exterior of the
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machine, it becomes exposed to light and begins changing color. Prior to exposure, the
paper is a cream yellow; within 10-15 minutes of exiting the machine, it develops a
pinkish tone. As time passes, the pink becomes more and more vivid until it starts
turning a greyish color after three to four hours. As the exhibition progresses, the paper,
which never gets ripped from the mouth of the machine, collects in a long and wavy pile
on the floor (Figures 8 and 9).

Figure 8. Wavecaster (2020), photo sensitive paper, automatic paper towel dispenser. Installation shot
from the first day of my thesis exhibition, 11/7/2020.

Wavecaster is like a visitor log. As time passes, information and memories pile
up on the photopaper’s surface like a palimpsest constantly overwriting itself until it
loses its color. The front face of the machine has two symbols on it: one that shows a
hand in a waving motion to indicate people should move their hands in front of the
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sensor to dispense paper towels; the other is the name of the product: “Pacific Blue.”
Both symbols hint at the meaning of the name of the work: Wavecaster. The work casts
the viewers’ “waves,” registering their hand gestures by dispensing photopaper and
marking the time of the previous gestures by the color of the paper. The tonal variation
of the photopaper as it is ejected from the machine resembles an ocean sunset, and the
paper draped and accumulated on the floor is suggestive of ocean waves. The product
name itself, “Pacific Blue,” asserts a connection between the gradual dispersion of
paper towels and the movement of the ocean, further inspiring and drawing a
connection to the artwork’s title. Last but not least, the word “wave” is always in
people’s minds in 2020 as the COVID-19 virus menacingly rises, falls, and rises again.

Figure 9. Wavecaster (2020), photo sensitive paper, automatic paper towel dispenser. Installation shot
from the last day of my thesis exhibition, 11/21/2020.
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Stranger’s Window, Nation’s Mirror is a site-specific work that utilizes the
features of a false wall. On one side of the wall, viewers see a spray bottle filled with
liquid and attached so that its nozzle is directed inside of the wall. Because it is situated
near Sanctuary II and Wavecaster, it also seems as if it might be part of the sanitation
family (Figure 10).

Figure 10. Stranger’s Window, Nation’s Mirror (2020), two-way mirror, frame, plant from my backyard, fan,
spray bottle, grow light. Detail of spray bottle.

However, when viewers walk around to the other side of the wall, they might then
realize that the liquid inside of the bottle is just water. A wooden oval frame hangs on
the other side of the wall. It appears to be an ordinary mirror. However, when
approaching directly, viewers see not only their reflections in the mirror but also a
reflection of a plant which does not exist in the real space behind them. Upon closer
observation, viewers notice that the plant they see in the mirror is not a reflection at all
but an object placed inside the wall, and the mirror is not an ordinary mirror but a two14

way mirror. Two-way mirrors are normally situated so that one side serves as a mirror
and the other side a window. In this case, because of precise lighting conditions, the
two-way mirror functions as both a mirror and a window at the same time and from the
same side (Figure 11). It is at this point that it may also become clear that the purpose
of the spray bottle situated on the opposite side of the wall is to water the plant within.

Figure 11. Stranger’s Window, Nation’s Mirror (2020), two-way mirror, frame, plant from my backyard, fan,
spray bottle, grow light. Installation shot showing a viewer’s reflection and the plant within the wall.

There is a small garden behind the apartment I rent in Brooklyn. While
quarantining during the pandemic, I often looked out over the garden through my
window. There are many weeds and only a few intentional plants likely planted long ago
by the property owner. One day, I was suddenly overcome by the urge to look up their
species. I discovered one of the intentional plants is called a Japanese spindle tree. As
15

its name suggests, the plant originates from Japan. I immediately felt a sense of
closeness toward it. I made some cuttings of the tree and grew them in my apartment.
One cutting grew into the plant I placed within the false wall of my thesis exhibition.
False walls are built as temporary structures destined to be moved. Their
hollowness reflects their instability but also offers shelter. During the exhibition, the plant
made its home in this strange space—neither inside the gallery nor outside of it but
somewhere liminal. The plant belonged to this nowhere space yet found a way to
survive.
Perhaps like the plant that made its home in this false wall, I too have made a
home in a nowhere of my own. As I have now spent three years in the United States, I
feel like I would be an outsider in Japan. And yet I am an outsider in the US as well. The
space where I belong is somewhere in between—like the plant’s location within the wall.
Whether or not we are immigrants, we all have some part of us that remains caught in
between—neither here nor there but somewhere that is nowhere. In Stranger’s Window,
Nation’s Mirror, viewers see their familiar reflection in the mirror but also catch a ghostly
glimpse of the plant trapped in the wall—the unexpected Other situated in a precarious
place. On the surface of the two-way mirror, the Other merges with the known self—a
reminder to look out for what hides in the spaces between and within, and to take a
closer look at where we ourselves stand.
John Szarkowski curated an exhibition of photographs at MoMA in 1978 called
Mirrors and Windows. According to Szarkowski, there are two categories of
photographs: mirrors (introspective narratives taken to investigate the inside self) and
windows (direct observations taken to investigate what is happening in the outside
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world).2 In a way, Stranger’s Window, Nation’s Mirror is my attempt at taking a
“photograph” in between a mirror and window (Figure 12).
This in-betweenness is at the center of my entire thesis project. In Japan, there is
a strong notion of “inside” and “outside,” but there are also people who belong neither
inside nor outside—like my mother who traveled all of the time. Or if we consider the
Internet as another world, we all spend so much time on it now that we are all in
between the real and the virtual. I think this in-between space is the opposite of what we
have traditionally experienced as home. The term “non-place” was popularized by
anthropologist Marc Augé in his book Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of
Supermodernity (1992). A “non-place” indicates a space where no one belongs
permanently—such as train stations, airports, hotel rooms, and supermarkets.3 People
move constantly through these spaces with no intention of staying. A “home,” on the
contrary, cannot be a “non-place.”4 According to Augé, a “home” is very much the
opposite of a “non-place” because no one belongs in or to a “non-place.” But in my
opinion, people do belong in and to these transient spaces—these “non-places”—that
are supposedly the opposite of “home.” Spaces always exist relative to people. For my
mother, who worked for an airline company, airports were where she belonged. This
dichotomy made me think of where I actually belong. In my thesis exhibition, I was
materializing the “home” I inhabit right now as an immigrant—always in between inside
and outside—a liminal home, an intermediate home, a transit home, or perhaps
someplace else.
2

John Szarkowski, Mirrors and Windows: American Photography Since 1960 (New York: The Museum of
Modern Art, 1978), 25.
3
Marc Augé, Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity (London: Verso, 1995), 34.
4
Ibid., 108.
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Figure 12. Stranger’s Window, Nation’s Mirror (2020), two-way mirror, frame, plant from my backyard, fan,
spray bottle, grow light.
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